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Faculty Learning Communities at UNI: The Carver Institutes 
Part of the journal section “Essays, Studies, and Works” 
 
 





The Roy J. Carver Charitable Trust funded a three-year grant to provide 120 UNI Liberal Arts 
Core (LAC) faculty the opportunity to participate in specialized institutes focused on enhancing 
teaching and learning in the LAC. These "Carver Institutes" have ranged in topics from the 
utilization of specialized software, to integrating disciplines, to the incorporation of critical 
reading and writing strategies across the LAC courses taught by the participating faculty. The 
Institutes have met several objectives related to the use of innovative instructional strategies, 
educational technology, active learning and undergraduate research, collaborative teaming, and 
the creation of enduring interdisciplinary cultures. Overall, the Institutes have been very 
successful bringing together faculty with common teaching goals and interests around which 
they can begin to form collaborative teaching/learning communities. 
 
 
The Roy J. Carver Charitable Trust awarded a three-year grant to the University of Northern Iowa 
in the summer of 2003 to be used for enhancing teaching and learning in the Liberal Arts Core 
(LAC). The LAC is the University's current general education program required of all 
undergraduates. UNI is well known for both its general education programs and its stress on 
teaching and learning. The project funding has one year remaining. The Carver Institutes have 
turned out to be exciting for both participants and leaders. 
The general objectives of the three-year project have been: 
1. To enhance student learning in the Liberal Arts Core through training for faculty in 
innovative instructional strategies and educational technology. 
2. To use technology to expand the introduction of more active learning including 
undergraduate research, collaborative teaming and discussion in introductory courses in 
various disciplines in the Liberal Arts Core. 
3. To create enduring interdisciplinary cultures that facilitate dialogue regarding teaching 
and learning among faculty who teach in the Liberal Arts Core. 
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This three-year project has come to be known as the "Carver Institutes" and is patterned after 
previous "May Institutes" in 2000 and 2001 under the auspices of the Centers for Educational 
Technology and for the Enhancement of Teaching. The current Carver Institutes combine 
pedagogical principles, innovative instructional strategies, and educational technologies. 
Institute Structures 
Two Carver Institutes have been held each May beginning in 2004; 2006 will witness the last two 
Institutes funded by this grant. Funding supports the faculty coordinating and leading the Institutes; 
faculty participating in the Institutes, and follow-up support. In May 2004, twenty-one faculty 
participated in the "Integrating Disciplines in the Liberal Arts Core" Institute, and eighteen faculty 
participated in the "Innovative Instructional Strategies and Educational Technology" Institute. In 
May 2005, seventeen faculty participated in a second "Integrating Disciplines in the Liberal Arts 
Core" Institute, and twenty-one faculty participated in the "Critical Reading and Writing in the 
Liberal Arts Core" Institute. 
Daily activities in the Institutes model the use of innovative technologies and learning strategies 
for both course planning and classroom teaching. Educational technology, such as PowerPoint, 
WebCT, and MERLOT (Multimedia Educational Resource for Learning and Online Teaching) is 
employed to supplement and complement hands-on activities, demonstrations, readings, group 
discussions, individual reflections, small group activities, virtual speakers/participants, and 
presentations. The Institutes meet half-days for two weeks. Individual faculty not only contribute 
their own professional insights, but also celebrate their community through more personal interests 
such as artwork and bread making. 
Follow-up activities include individual and collective activities. Before the two-week Institute 
concludes, faculty meet one-on-one with an Educational Technology Specialist and outline the 
activities and learning goals they would like to accomplish during the academic year. This provides 
the faculty with an opportunity to reflect on each Institute's impact on their teaching and their 
students' learning. Each of these Specialists provide the appropriately individualized technology 
support during the year, and, along with student technology assistants, help faculty members 
achieve their goals. Many faculty decide to expand their new skills by attending educational 
technology workshops and seminars at a later date. 
Follow-up meetings of each Institute's participants are also scheduled throughout the academic 
year. These "Forums" allow for the Carver Fellows (participants in the Institutes) to share how 
they are implementing what they gained from their Institute. Continuing such discussions and 
interactions has deepened the development of faculty "learning communities." 
Observations and Assessments of the Institutes 
Each Institute provides unique content and experiences for participants. In addition, the variety of 
faculty and disciplines represented give each an interesting mix of ideas and discussions. The 
success of the Institutes depends upon this diversity inasmuch as it is appropriate to individual 
classroom needs and teaching preferences. Feedback from participants regarding the one-on-one 
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meetings with the Educational Technology Specialists toward the end of each Institute has been 
extremely positive. 
One Institute added to this diversity through an hour-long videoconference with scholars from 
remote sites (Ohio, Denmark, and Australia). The participants found this quite valuable since it 
enabled them to experience the process of connecting with others at distant sites as they learned 
new perspectives and extended the reach of their ideas internationally. Participants, therefore, 
could better understand how videoconferencing might also enhance their own courses. 
During the Institutes, several types of assessments were utilized at various times. Primary ones 
included observation and questionnaires. The first-year Institutes included daily assessments that 
became laborious, and many participants complained about completing them. During the second 
year, the assessments were done three times during the two week period and culminated in a final 
assessment. Participants seemed more cooperative about completing these, and few, if any, 
complaints were heard. 
Overall, participants in the Institutes came together with common teaching goals and interests, 
around which they could begin to form collaborative teaching/learning communities. Each institute 
involved considerable exposure to major educational programs using advanced instructional 
technology. 
2004 Institutes 
The "Innovative Instructional Strategies and Educational Technology" Institute was conducted 
among faculty who, for the most part, taught courses in the Social Science category of the Liberal 
Arts Core. It concentrated on MicroCase/Showcase, a large and multi-faceted collection of 
statistical electronic resources for interpreting the world and its societies. Institute sessions formed 
a pattern of plenary sessions and then individual activities exploring the employment and 
implications of those discoveries. Hence the institute drew together participants in a series of 
common presentations while allowing them to proceed in different directions as they experimented 
on their own. This institute emphasized the use of technology, while fostering, to a lesser extent, 
common discourse about the role of this technology in effective teaching and learning. 
About half the participants expected to adopt WebCT for making course information available and 
communication possible among instructor and students. Others came to decisions about the pros 
and cons of using PowerPoint presentation methods. Several wished more time had been spent in 
small-group dialogues or projects. Examples of these more "engaged" projects were, the 
introduction to MERLOT resources and, colleague presentations about innovative teaching and 
what they had learned during the Institute. They appreciated "the help that the participants offered 
each other. Some of those with more experience are most gracious in assisting those of us who 
need a bit of extra help." Another participant summarized further, 
This Institute has been very valuable to me. I found that I was not the only one who 
was not completely familiar with the new technologies. However, there were many 
in this group who came into the institute with more knowledge than I came out with. 
In some ways, I think that I gained more than they did. I now have new ways of 
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making PowerPoints for lectures. The Microsoft program will allow me to 
incorporate some nice maps for discussion and written analysis. I appreciated the 
discussions about education. It was very interesting to hear other faculty opinions 
about teaching, in general. I didn't make many comments myself, but I listened a lot. 
The first year's "Integrating Disciplines in the Liberal Arts Core" Institute drew participants into 
discussion topics centered on the challenges posed by both interdisciplinary teaching and the use 
of educational technologies. Each day the leaders illustrated an interdisciplinary method or subject. 
These discussions turned out to be engaging and overflowed into casual conversations over coffee 
and during breaks ("hall talk" as one called it). Consequently, participants had considerable 
opportunity to listen to each other's ideas and express their own, often as individual conversations 
apart from the rest of the group. A general impression seemed to be that "the group discussions 
were very affirming, not only that we had overall agreement between groups but also that people 
who disagreed were treated with respect." 
Presentations about the use of instructional technology appeared less integral to this group, and a 
number of participants questioned the role of computer programs and electronic technology in 
effective teaching. Some also expressed reservations about the preoccupation with new 
communication and information systems. The commonality experienced in this Institute tended to 
minimize technology in order to appreciate all the more the human connections participants felt 
with each other. 
Some hesitation lingered about the actual practice of interdisciplinary teaching, because of the 
logistics of time spent away from major courses and the doubling of teaching responsibilities. As 
one said, "I am energized, but not as far down the road to implementing new practices as I had 
hoped." Some were not sure that they could incorporate model techniques in their own courses. 
They found the "greatest challenge during the institute was trying to figure out how I could 
integrate the different things I was learning in the institute into my courses in a way that would 
actually make a positive difference." This impressive new amount of learning also applied to the 
educational technology programs that were introduced to the group. A large number intended to 
begin or expand their use of WebCT. 
2005 Institutes 
The Institutes of May 2005 continued the grant's overall emphasis on teaching and learning in the 
Liberal Arts Core. Towards that end, the Carver Institutes maintained support for collaborative 
learning communities and technologically sophisticated learning strategies among faculty who 
teach courses in the Core. 
The major difference between the two 2005 Institutes on "Critical Reading and Writing" and 
"Integrating Disciplines" was the first's theoretical and practical focus on the writing process, and 
the second's experimental integration of a topic on European medieval civilization. Otherwise, the 
two had several significant similarities; both introduced new Institute topics, on language and on 
culture. Small group discussions occurred and consequently fostered both individual participation 
and collaborative learning communities. Faculty in each of the Institutes experienced both 
communities during the extensive time they spent in discussion and through their role as members 
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of a WebCT "course." Educational Technology Specialists introduced current and new 
technologies and aided individualized planning and goal-setting. At the end of both Institutes, 
participants presented individual or team reports as "learning events" or plans for enhancing their 
courses. An atmosphere of practicality prevailed both during the Institutes and the "products" that 
participants presented. 
Both Institutes were limited by some disconnectedness among sessions. The rather large number 
of topics and subtopics on "Critical Reading and Writing" resulted in many starts and stops on 
substantive issues, each of which could have benefited from a greater depth and/or more practical 
application especially regarding the making of assignments in specific courses. "Integrating 
Disciplines" lacked continuity between the modeling sessions repeated from last year and those 
concentrating on medievalism, as well as between the collaborative style of the earlier large-group 
discussions and the lecture style of later ones. 
The "Critical Reading and Writing Institute" was especially intense because of the desire of faculty 
to introduce and enhance student writing in their courses. They expected and received guidance 
about how to conceive the role of writing pedagogically and how to help students improve it. 
Faculty participants found the given support to learn WebCT very useful and were impressed with 
the new concepts regarding writing, that is; "writing to learn" and "provocative revision" (of 
Writing Scholar Toby Fulwiler), and designing sequenced writing activities. Small group 
discussions were found to be most useful, one participant commented, "Talking with other 
instructors about their critical writing processes, expectations, and grading styles has been very 
helpful to me." 
Participants indicated that they would like (more) time spent especially in two areas: 
1. How the strategies of this Institute apply to Liberal Arts Core courses and especially to 
large sections of those courses. 
2. What standards of grading exist across the curriculum. What technological "helps" would 
speed up the grading process which "takes time and much of my soul." 
Ethical matters related to both writing and reading, such as plagiarism and public deception, were 
also felt to be deserving of more time. 
In its second year, "Integrating Disciplines in the Liberal Arts Core" again drew participants into 
discussions about teaching and learning, probing, in particular, how certain issues such as 
medievalism challenge conventional disciplines and require new patterns of activity and 
relationships among students and instructors. Several wanted more information about medievalism 
and, in particular, how European universities deal with such interdisciplinary subjects. Others 
raised further questions: "How can we have collaboration that is mutually beneficial among 
colleagues in other disciplines without creating such an enormous amount of extra work that it is 
just not worth it?" "How do we talk with those in other disciplines without compromising the very 
essence of our own discipline?" How do we cope with the "speed" of technological change 
inasmuch as these changes happen so much faster than "former faculty generations had when 
moving, let's say, from typewriter to computer?" Some looked forward to the additional time they 
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expected to have and hoped to "keep working on the basic concepts and building community" and 
to "keep conversing via Internet during the Fall and Spring semesters." 
This past year's Institutes employed the virtual classroom support of WebCT more than the 
previous year in order to access resources, record SmartBoard presentations and notes, and enable 
"chatting" on both personal and content matters. The first year's Institutes ended with a dichotomy 
between technology and community, both of which are central to the Carver Institutes. One group 
stressed technology to the apparent detriment of a sense of community as individuals tended to 
isolate themselves while they experimented with new instructional resources. The other group 
spent more time modeling and discussing the dynamics of teaching, and thereby formed a 
community with less interest and/or respect for technology. During the second year, the prevalent 
use of WebCT and its integration in the subject matter of each Institute overcame that dichotomy 
by forming a virtual community in addition to the commonly shared activities of the daily sessions. 
These WebCT "courses" of the second year, through technology, helped create an increasingly 
closer virtual community outside sessions as well as existentially during them. 
Follow-up seminars during the coming academic year are scheduled for each of the second year's 
Institutes' participants. First year participants will also be invited to these seminars. Keeping this 
sense of community going is very difficult. From the first year's Institutes' follow-up seminars, 
those that seemed to get the greatest participant involvement were ones in which the faculty 
continued to share and present activities they were working on or technologies they were working 
with. Colleagues teaching other colleagues is quite effective. Comments are made repeatedly 
regarding the need for more time to be able to share and learn from other colleagues. The value of 
this type of seminar is vital because its structure brings colleagues together for the purpose of 
discussion, sharing, learning, and collegiality. 
Future Institutes 
The final two Institutes of this series funded by the Roy J. Carver Charitable Trust grant will take 
place in the summer of 2006. Forty more faculty will have the opportunity to participate in two 
weeks of discussions and activities toward the enhancement of both teaching and learning. 
Building on the previous Institutes, these will continue to foster faculty teaching/learning 
communities that promise camaraderie and mutual support. The Educational Technology staff is 
prepared to provide its expertise during the months ahead. 
A second Carver grant has been received through the Graduate College. This grant will sponsor 
similar seminars composed primarily of faculty currently teaching graduate courses. For more 
information on the two Liberal Arts Core Institutes for the Summer of 2006, go to the following 
url: http://fp.uni.edu/its/et/carver/carver.htm. For more information on the Graduate Carver 
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Marilyn Drury is Director of ITS Educational Technology at UNI. She has served as a co-leader 
for all of the Institutes offered. Edward Amend is an Emeritus Professor of Religion and 
Humanities and a part-time Faculty Teaching Consultant at UNI. He has served as evaluator for 
all of the Institutes offered. More extensive descriptions and evaluations of both the 2004 and 
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